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the abundance of suitable shells in its
vicinity, Muscatine, Iowa, was selected as
the site of the first factory, and it became
the center of this branch of the industry,
which, as other river towns from time to
time established factories, has become one
of the principal businesses along that part
of the Mississippi between Iowa and
Illinois. The most remarkable develop-
ment was witnessed in 1898, when no less
than 36 factories were established during
the first six months. The industry gives
employment at good wages to large num-
bers of people, supports a very important
fishery at which many hundreds of persons
make a living, and, most important feature
of all, transforms a hitherto useless product
into a valuable commodity, placed on the
market at a reasonable price.

Of the many mussel shells found in the
Mississippi River and its tributaries, com-
paratively few are utilized in button-
making. The requirements are sufficient
thickness of shell, a uniform color of the
surface and various strata, and a degree
of toughness that will withstand factory
treatment without cracking or splitting.
Thin-shelled mussels are of no value.
Even if originally thick enough, the neces-
sary grinding and polishing reduce them to
mere wafers. The preferred color is white,
but cream-colored shells are also used.

Shells with pink, purple, yellow or sal-
mon colored nacre are not suitable, as the
color fades with age and is apt to lack uni-
formity. Some shells that satisfactorily
combine thickness and color are neverthe-
less valueless, because they are soft and
brittle and break easily during manu-
facture. Dead shells that have been ex-
posed for a long time to the action of air
or water also become useless.

The species of mussel found in the
Mississippi River that is principally used
in button-making is popularly known as
the "niggerheacl". It has the general
shape of a common round clam, and is
characterized by a very thick and heavy
shell, with a black or dark-brown outside
skin and a glistening white interior, the
white being uniform throughout the thick-
ness of the shell. It is of relatively small
size, the largest being only 4-5- or 5 inches

in outside diameter and the average about
3 inches. It is found over immense areas,
preferring muddy sand and muddy gravel
bottom, but also frequently in sandy
bottom. A number of abundant species,
some of them resembling the niggerhead
in shape, are available, but a.re sparingly
used, on account of lack oi thickness, un-
desirable color, and brittlencss, which
causes the shells to crack in cutting, and
the buttons to split in facing and drilling.
Several other species known along the
Mississippi as "sand shells" are highly
valued, and a number of kinds of "pocket-
book" clams are more or less abundant
and yield a good button of medium thick-
ness. Some of the best mussels for button-
making are not abundant, and the supply
is irregular and uncertain. One of the
best known of these is the "deer horn" or
"bucldiorn". It attains a large size;
samples over 9 inches long have been
taken from the Iowa River, and in the
Mississippi it reaches a length of 6 inches
or more.

Aside from the depletion of the beds by
fishermen, a number of animals prey on
mussels, among them the muskrat, the
mink and the raccoon, the first being es-
pecially destructive. Catfish are also
said to eat mussels. Physical causes are
further responsible for extensive destruc-
tion of the bivalves. During freshets mud
and sand are deposited on the beds and
bury them. Droughts are also liable to
expose the beds and cause much damage.
Next to the operations of the fishermen,
perhaps the most serious menace to the
beds is the pollution of the water by refuse
from cities and manufactures. In the
early days of the industry, fishing was
carried on from about August to Decem-
ber, and more recently it has been con-
ducted throughout the year, even after
the river is frozen. The principal fishing,
however, is still done in late summer and
fall, when the river is lowest. Ice-fishing
is of comparatively recent origin, having
been carried on first during the winter of
1896-1897. The quality of the shells is
better in cold weather, when they are
less brittle than warm weather, with pro-
longed exposure in boats, makes them.